
THE PLACE OF PLEASURE AND PAIN IN THE
FUNCTIONAL PSYCHOLOGY.1

BY DR. WARNER FITE.

In Professor James' chapter on 'Instinct' we are told that all
human activity is the outcome of preformed instincts; in the
chapter on ' Will ' a we learn that the operation of instincts may be
modified by experiences of pleasure and pain. The question is
then suggested, can pleasure and pain be regarded as modifiers
in a system which refers activity to instinct? And this leads to
the more general question, What is the place of pleasure and
pain in a functional psychology? These questions will be the
subject of the following discussion.

I.

As a basis for discussion it will be necessary first to make
an outline sketch of the functional system. The functional
view, as I shall call it, is represented by the tendencies common,
say, to James, Stout and Dewey,' and is to be contrasted with
the structural psychology of the association school. It is the
view which is sometimes called ' pragmatism.' The raw material
for a functional system maybe found in James' chapters on ' Emo-
tion,' < Instinct' and ' Will ' — more particularly in the chapter
on ' Instinct.' Here it is shown that human instincts are far more
numerous than had been commonly supposed, and, indeed, that
so many of our activities have their origin in preformed tenden-
cies as to warrant the supposition that this is the origin of all.
The development of our activity is then as a whole nothing but
a process of modification of the original instincts through inter-

1 Read at a meeting of the Western Branch of the American Psychological
Association, at the University of Chicago, December 6, 1902.

"Principles of Psychology,' Vol. II., p. 549-
•See Stout's 'Analytic Psychology'; Dewey's papers on 'Theory of Emo-

tion,' PSYCHOLOGICAL REVTBW, Vol. I., No. 6; Vol. n. , No. 1; 'The Reflex Arc
Concept in Psychology,' PSYCHOLOGICAL RBVIBW, Vol. ITT,, No. 4; also his
'Study of Ethics, A Syllabus.'
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action, or, in Professor Dewey's words, all activity is originally
impulsive. The chapter on Emotion then deals with a special
aspect of instinct. The emotion is the consciousness of an in-
stinctive reaction; but the emotional reaction as such ends, so
to speak, with the body of the agent, whereas the specifically
instinctive reaction goes further and deals with an external ob-
ject. The chapter on ' Will' shows that voluntary choice, or will,
merely decides which of a plurality of competing instincts is to
be allowed to prevail, or what is to be the nature of the compro-
mise between them. We never do anything absolutely new;
all that we do is to direct or modify instincts already formed.

Here we have the substance of the functional system. But
to make our outline complete, two further considerations are
needed. The first of these relates to the factor of conflict.
Professor James makes it clear enough that the instincts we are
talking about work not alone but in company — and thus either
in harmony or conflict — but he fails to consider the bearing of
conflict upon the distinction between instinct and emotion. Why
is it that some instincts end with the agent's body, while others
go beyond ? Evidently because, after an instinct has set out to
deal with an object, it has been checked half way. But what
could have checked it ? Evidently, if you accept the functional
view, nothing but another instinct. And so the fundamental
distinction between instinct and emotion is this: every instinct
sets out to deal with an object; an instinct in the narrower sense
reaches its original goal unhindered ; if it is checked half way
by another it becomes an emotional reaction and as such the ac-
tivity is confined to the body of the agent. To illustrate — the
instinct to strike another is set in motion by an insult, but a sec-
ond instinct—you may call it self-respect or it may be fear —
gets in the way and the result is nothing more than a clenching
of the fist, etc. The obstacle may be overcome, and the first
instinct may succeed in attaining its object, but in the act of
doing so the emotion, *'. e., the anger, disappears.

The other consideration is this: It is part of the functional
view to hold that without conflict there is no consciousness. If
this be true, it is clear, on the basis of the foregoing, that purely
instinctive reactions do not come to consciousness at all. If the
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instinct works itself out wholly without opposition, the agent
remains unaware of his own action. If the impulse to strike my
fellow-man meets with no more opposition from the rest of my
nature than the impulse to brush away a fly, I shall be as un-
conscious of the former as I frequently am of the latter. It is
only as an instinct is opposed by another and becomes emotional
that it becomes a part of consciousness. In other words, con-
fining our attention for the moment to the process of conation,
consciousness begins with emotion. But it also ends with emo-
tion. As we have just seen, the voluntary act is, in the
functional view, the final adjustment of competing instincts;
and as such it marks the end of both consciousness and emotion.
Accordingly, taking the conative process as a whole, the func-
tional view may be summarized as follows: Every conative
consciousness begins with a conflict between instinctive reac-
tions ; it continues throughout the conflict, and ends with an
adjustment of the conflict in the form of voluntary choice.

We have so far confined our attention to conation. It will
be unnecessary for our purpose to define the functional view of
cognition,1 except to note the parallel, in the functional scheme,
between emotion and reflection. If all consciousness is occa-
sioned by conflict, then all cognitive consciousness, including
even sensation, must be in some sense a process of reflection—
a balancing of alternative possibilities. Hence, in reflection we
have the cognitive parallel to emotion. And, carrying out the
scheme, the following will be the functional view of the con-
scious act as a whole ; every process of consciousness begins with
a conflict, which is both emotional and reflective, and ends with
a coordination, which is both voluntary choice and conviction.

II.
Such, it seems to me, is the scheme of relations presupposed

in Professor James' three chapters. Now, after we have worked
out these consequences, we are surprised to learn in the chapter
on ' Will' that action may be modified by pleasure and pain.
Professor James admits that pleasure and pain cannot initiate

1 The substance of the functional view of cognition is given in James' chap-
ter on ' Reasoning.'
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action—that is to say, the infant cannot be influenced by pleas-
ure and pain until he has once performed an act and noted the
hedonic character of the results ; hence, if he is to perform it in
the first instance, he must be provided with the appropriate in-
stinct. But the question still remains, How (upon a functional
basis) can pleasure and pain even modify action ? Where is the
source of their power? They are neither instincts in them-
selves, nor are they part of that mysterious fiat which, accord-
ing to Professor James, may tip the balance between competing
instincts. Apparently, in a view which makes all activity im-
pulsive and conceives of mind as a system of activities, they
have no motive power. If we give them the character of posi-
tive factors in the mental complex, we depart from the functional
view and adopt the standpoint of the associational or structural
psychology which regards the mind as a guasz'-chemica\ com-
pound of substantive elements, among which is the ̂ element of
pleasure-pain.

Nevertheless, whatever theory of psychology you adopt,
pleasure and pain are facts of our psychical life. The question
remains then, What is their position in the psychical life, if you
accept the functional theory?

In seeking an answer to this question, we must use the func-
tional method. From the functional standpoint, mind is a system
of activities. Now, speaking empirically, some mental phe-
nomena are more obviously activities than others; reasoning
and choice are more obviously active than sensation and habit.
The former are, therefore, for the functional psychologist, more
typically the real thing. The functional method is, then, to
begin with an analysis of the more obviously active phenomena
of mental life and, regarding these as typical and real, to use
the analysis thus obtained as a basis for the explanation of
mental life as a whole. Applying the method to the case of
pleasure and pain, it means that we first study the pleasures and
pains of activity, in the narrower and more obvious sense, and
then apply the resulting analysis to all the other forms of
pleasure and pain.

Now, among the conditions determining the pleasures and
pains of activity the most significant for our purpose is the
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before-mentioned condition of conflict. After calling conflict a
condition of consciousness as such, it may seem a truism to
repeat that it is a condition of pleasure and pain. But in a
functional interpretation of pleasure and pain, the implications
of conflict are in need of special emphasis. In the more common
view, conflict belongs only to pain, pleasure presupposing its
absence; and the rather striking coincidence of pleasurable ex-
citement and struggle is treated as an unimportant variation due
to special circumstances. The point to be urged here is that, if
you take the functional view, struggle and conflict must be re-
garded as essential to both pain and pleasure; for with regard
to the pleasures and pains of activity, you find that without con-
flict there is no feeling whatever. Consider, for example, the
pleasures and pains of a game, let it be tennis or chess.1 All
the feeling lies between two points — between that at which
your opponent becomes strong enough to offer appreciable re-
sistance and that at which he has become so strong that any
effort on your part is futile. Outside of these limits there is no
struggle; if your opponent is too weak, struggle is unnecessary;
if he is too strong, struggle is useless. It may be objected,
indeed, that both of the excluded cases are cases of pain; if the
opponent is too weak you are bored, if too strong you are dis-
heartened. But upon examination you will find that this really
is not the case. "We are never chagrined at being defeated
by an invincible opponent. Rather, in recognizing him to be
invincible, we admit that we are not in his class; we cease to
make any pretensions to an efficiency comparable with his, and
cease to regard the matter of defeat or victory as having any
importance. Nor are we necessarily bored by a too feeble
antagonist. It is no hardship when you are comfortably seated
enjoying your after-dinner cigar to play a game of checkers
with a child. The attention required is so insignificant that
while playing your part of the game, you may still enjoy the
luxury of your own thoughts. It is when the activity positively

1 The process of playing a game, assuming it to be played earnestly, fur-
nishes a comprehensive illustration of a mental activity. Wherever we are
active there is a struggle and an attempt to get the better of an opposing force,
which may be the resistance offered by our neighbor, by material conditions, or
by the inertia of our own habits.
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j interferes with some more engrossing object — when, for ex-
| ample, you are eager for a stiff game of checkers or tennis, or
\ when you are impatient to take up your work, or for that
! matter to take a nap — it is then that the feeble opponent be-
S comes a nuisance. But here we have again a condition of con-
\ flict, only now it is not a conflict between factors within the
{ game, but between the whole matter of the game and something
' outside. Accordingly, from the functional standpoint, we have
! a triple parallelism between consciousness, conflict and pleasure-
I pain. Not only is conflict a condition of consciousness, but it
; is specially a condition of pleasure-pain.1

I With this point granted, the distinction between pleasure and
i pain becomes relatively obvious; pleasure is succeeding, pain
; is failing in the process of resolving a conflict. I use the parti-
' ciples ' succeeding' and * failing ' because I wish again to
\ emphasize the condition of conflict. Pleasure is not success,
! pain is not failure. In other words, neither is a substantive
i mental state, but only a transient phase of a process. "When
\ we have brought the process to an end in a definitive success or

failure, the whole matter is dismissed from the mind and there
' is no more feeling of either kind. If we continue to rejoice

over victory, it is because in our imagination the struggle is
still on — in other words, we have to an extent ignored the cer-
tainfact of victory and put ourselves back into the standpoint from

1 Upon rereading Stont's chapter on ' Pleasure and Pain' in the ' Analytic
Psychology' I find that I have followed his analysis more closely than I was
aware. I wish, therefore, to call special attention to the dependence of pleasure
upon conflict, since Stout, though holding that conflict is essential to all feeling,
seems also disposed to compromise with those who attribute pleasure to the
absence of conflict, by assigning less conflict to pleasure than to pain. Ac-
cording to him pleasure is the 'smooth,' 'prosperous' and 'uninterrupted'
progress toward attainment (pp. 271, 287). This suggests Spiller's assignment
of pain to 'opposed disturbances,' pleasure to 'semi-opposed.' My point is,
the fiercer the conflict the more intense the pleasure. This is supported, it
seems to me, both by the logic of the functional view and by observation of the
more active pleasures. If you connect pleasure with consciousness of activity,
then the fiercer the conflict the more intense will be the consciousness, the
feeling, and — if the feeling be pleasurable—the pleasure. And as a matter of
fact there is certainly a more intense pleasure in removing a stubborn obstacle
than a pliant one. Pleasure depends not merely upon the prosperity of our
undertakings, but upon the size of them, as estimated by the difficulties
presented.
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which it was still in doubt; it is only from this standpoint that
we can feel pleasure. If, again, we continue to feel the bitter-
ness of defeat, it is because the struggle is not really ended.
We have not yet accepted the fact of defeat: some ho^e impels
us to keep up the contest and fight it out to the bitter end.

It is to be noted, however, that the estimation of success or
failure does not refer necessarily to the external marks of victory
or defeat. One may enjoy a game in which one is being badly
beaten ; or a brilliant victory, as estimated by the score, may be
quite unsatisfactory for the agent in question. He may feel
that he has virtually failed — that is, that he has failed to ac-
complish what he set out to do. The estimation of succeeding
and failing proceeds always from the standpoint of the agent
and of the stage reached in his self-development. From this
standpoint, succeeding is progress, failing is retrogression. If,
in playing a game of billiards or tennis, I feel that I am ac-
quiring a greater precision in the estimation of angles and dis-
tances and a greater control over my muscles — if, in a word,
I feel that I am making progress in the solution of the problem
before me — then the process is pleasurable, whatever the ob-
jective results. Conversely, if my thoughts refuse to flow as
quickly as before, and my muscles to respond as accurately —
if I feel that I am less proficient in dealing with a given situa-
tion— then, even though the score is clearly in my favor, the
process is unpleasant, or painful.

This suggests to us a general definition of the conflict to be
resolved. While succeeding in certain activities I may be fail-
ing in others, and the pleasure attendant upon success in a game
may be dimmed by the consciousness of failure in the larger
matters of family and professional interests; so that the life
problem as a whole shows no progress toward solution and my
feeling as a whole is that of unhappiness. The question then
arises, What is it that sets the life problem, causes the conflict
and determines our happiness or unhappiness as a whole ?
There are various ways of stating and answering this question.
A convenient method is to conceive of the conflict as equivalent
to a disturbance of equilibrium;1 pain and pleasure would then

JSee Marshall, 'Pain, Pleasure and Esthetics,' p. 221 ff.; Spencer, 'Data
of Ethics,' § 36.
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j
I be the earlier and later phases of the progress from first dis-
\ turbance to final restoration of equilibrium. But the question

j ! remains, What produces the disturbance ? Does it arise from
jl within or without? The functional view emphasizes the internal

factor. According to this view, mind is an activity ; psychical
development is the issue of inner capacity into activi.y. Where

!| an equilibrium has been reached, it may, indeed, be disturbed
(j by such a narrowing of external opportunity as to threaten a
(; backward movement in the matter of capacities already realized,
ji but it is certain to be disturbed by the coming to consciousness
'i of further capacities which call for further realization. Briefly,
i; then, the functional view is teleological. The conflict is brought

about by the increasing demands of the life purpose as opposed
\. to conditions that stand in the way of its realization; and the
J- resolution of the conflict means that the obstructions are either
\ removed or discovered to be definitively insurmountable. Pleas-
!' ure is then the consciousness of removing the obstruction, pain the
I; consciousness of failing to remove it, but the consciousness that
I it is removed or definitively irremovable is neither pleasure nor
I pain. In other words, pleasure is a succeeding, pain a failing,
!l from the standpoint of a teleological life process, but definitive
•: success or failure produces as such no feeling whatever.
j As an illustration of the pleasure-pain process, let us notice
• briefly the following series, which is the basis of an argument
; between Brentano and Stout : so r row—longing after an absent
j good — hope, that it may come into our possession — desire to
[ procure it — courage to make the attempt — voluntary deter-

mination which issues in action. This series may be taken to
illustrate the transition, through pain and pleasure, from a dis-
turbed equilibrium to an equilibrium restored through a satis-
factory solution of the problem. And all the members of the
series, with the possible exception of voluntary determina-
tion (according as we conceive the determination as in
process or as accomplished), presuppose a condition of
conflict. Supposing the series to be reversed, it would be true
even of sorrow; for sorrow means that we have not accepted
the situation as final. And this holds even of those cases where
sorrow is due to loss by death, and where, it would seem, the
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irrevocable nature of the loss could not be contested. The
sorrowing person still protests and struggles against his fate,
refusing to believe it possible that a calamity of such propor-
tions should be an accomplished fact. When he finally arrives
at the matter-of-fact view that the loss is irrevocable, and that
no protest on his part will make it less so, sorrow is succeeded
by resignation, and with resignation there comes an end of
suffering, if not, indeed, of memory of the object lost. So too,
on the other side, the joy of final success lasts only while the
dread possibility of failure is still in some degree present to the
mind. When success is so assured as to be self-evident and, so
to speak, axiomatic, it becomes a matter of course and passes
out of consciousness. Thus we find that it is not the possession
of wealth that confers happiness, but the getting possession of
it after a period of poverty, and not health that we really en-
joy, but convalescence. And, finally, the man who enjoys to
the full the sense of mere living is he who has just narrowly
escaped death.

III.

The object of the foregoing is simply to point out the impli-
cations of the functional standpoint and method, without bring-
ing into question the final validity of the functional hypothesis.
The exclusive validity of the functional view would depend upon
the possibility of extending our formulation of the pleasures and
pains of activity to cover the relatively passive pleasures and
pains of sense; and the possibility of such application would
be a question of physiological detail. The pleasures of ac-
tivity, as commonly recognized, are those connected with the
gross activities of the organism; if the sense-pleasures repre-
sent an activity, 1. e., the overcoming of a difficulty, the factors
by whose conflict the difficulty is created must be sought in an
analysis of the physiological process, since they are not clearly
distinguished in introspection. But the presence of such con-
flicts is clearly suggested. Our common feeling, or mood,
shows constant alternations between rest and unrest, satisfaction
and need, problems solved and to be solved. And it is clear
that these alternations are not purely periodic, like the alterna-
tion of hunger and satiety, but that some at least are due to the
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presence of new demands incident to the growth of the organ-
ism. It may even be doubted whether any return to equilibrium
leaves the organism in the same condition as before the equilib-
rium was disturbed. As a result, we find that nothing is in-
variably pleasant.1 The pleasantness of a given object depends
upon the stage of appetite at which the object is secured; and
in all cases it is the getting satisfied that is pleasant, rather than
the being satisfied. This is true of the pleasures which are ap-
parently the most passive, such as the pleasure of a warm bath.
It is not the warmth, but the getting warm, that is pleasant; when
the point of adaptation is reached between the temperature of
the body and that of the bath, the bath is no longer distinctly
pleasant. It is, indeed, a sufficiently obvious fact, that the
pleasures and pains of sense are conditioned by the existing
state of the organism ; it remains for the functional psychology
to show, by a reference to physiological detail, that the existing
state is a state of conflict between organized habits and the fur-
ther demands of organic growth.

Among the remoter consequences of the functional view I
shall mention the following two : first, its bearing upon the ex-
perimental investigation of pleasure and pain, and, secondly,
its consequence for ethics. (1) If pleasure is merely a transi-
tory phase of a process, it is evident that we must take into
consideration the stage of activity at which an object is felt to be
pleasant or painful, as well as the nature of the object presented.
Most of our experimental investigation, in other subjects as well
as in emotion, rests upon the theory of structural elements as a
working-basis. This is rather clearly illustrated in what Titche-
ner calls the ' method of impression' as applied to the affective
qualities. Here the attempt is made to construct a scale of
pleasantness among, say, colors, by having the subject decide

1 It is true, however, that for human beings, some objects, such as red-hot
iron brought in contact with the skin, are invariably painful (though, perhaps,
not always painful to the same degree). It may be possible to find a functional
explanation of the fact. The invariably painful objects are related, apparently!
to needs long since established in all human organisms. The absence of the
object produces no pleasure because such absence is presupposed in the exist-
ing scheme of life, but its presence introduces a general derangement and thus
gives pain. Pleasure, on the other hand, presupposes that the need of the ob-
ject is in actual process of development.
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which of a pair of colors presented is pleasanter; and the as-
sumption underlying the method is that a given pleasure-pain
quality is inherent in a given sensation-quality, that any failure
of the pleasure or pain to manifest itself will be due not to any
want of pleasantness in the object -per se, but to the presence of
other pleasures and pains more intense, and that the effect of
such disturbing elements will be neutralized in a number of
trials. It is clear, however, that from the functional standpoint,
the method would be impracticable, or at least rather blind.
We should not expect any sensation, or object, to have a con-
stant affective quality, and we might expect to wander indefi-
nitely through the maze of varying conditions without lighting
upon the determining factors. From this standpoint the sig-
nificant conditions would be those of the general culture of the
subject, as well as his condition immediately preceding the ex-
periment. We should expect to receive from different persons
widely varying judgments and from the same person judgments
varying somewhat according to the needs which were momen-
tarily active. And it is possible that at no time would a single
color be pleasant -per se. The standpoint may perhaps be better
illustrated in the realm of tones. We know that the pleasant-
ness or unpleasantness of given combinations of tones — as con-
tained in a given piece of music — varies with different persons,
with the same person from time to time, and with different
stages of musical culture; what is harmonious to one is dis-
cordant to another and perhaps flat and tasteless to a third.
A functional psychology would then give up the notion of as-
signing harmony or discord to given combinations and endeavor
to relate the combinations of tones in a genetic series corre-
sponding to the development of musical taste.

(2) The ethical consequence of the functional view is to
render it inconceivable that we should choose pleasure as an
end, and hence, impossible to set up pleasure as the end to be
sought. According to the functional view, the motive power of
action is instinct, and it is the object implied in the instinct
which constitutes the end. In this system there is no room for
the motive of pleasure. Pleasure is simply an abstracted phase
°f the process of satisfaction — an indication that the object is
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being attained in the presence of a difficulty. In other words,
pleasure is not an active force or function, but a mere phenome-
non. The desire for pleasure, if conceivable at all, would be
irreconcilable with the desire for the object; for since pleasure
exists only while success is deferred, pleasure as such could be
prolonged only by sacrificing the object originally sought.


